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Follow More Cautiously
Life's Other Golden Rule
COMMENTARY BY ANONYMOUS; ILLUSTRATION BY PAUL ASHCRAFT

Since I was a child I was reminded
often of the aged phrase, if you can't
say something nice, don't say anything
at all. Just about every adult has said it
to a child at one point or another. The
creed seemed to be known to all. But
who really walks the walk? They that do
are an endangered species.
The past two weeks as an elementary
teacher heightened my awareness of
people's love of criticism. I do believe
that it satisfies the public more than
chocolate and sex. People even criticize
sex; this commentary criticizes criticism.
The phrase everybody drilled in my head
throughout my life has been upstaged by
what is really happening: If you can't
say something critical, don't say anything at all. No news is good news. If
you screw up I'll let you know.
We expect bad news with the ring of a
bell. A phone call from a child's teacher
creates uneasiness for the parent.
Teachers grudgingly return phone messages from parents, worried about what
they'll question this time. Principals
ambush teachers in the form of little
notes requesting a chance to "talk".
(What did I do this time?) When we read
a child's story, do we automatically
begin skimming for spelling errors?
What I don't understand is how hypocritical the educational system is when it
comes to the simple creed of saying
something nice.
Prior to parent teacher conferences a
principal reminded his staff to tell each
parent at least a few positive things
about their child. "Surely even the most
difficult child has something good about
them you can share," he said. This same
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administrator has not praised my class
at all. Not that he's ornery. He smiles,
says good morning, is pleasant. He simply doesn't praise. My students know
that when he comes knocking on the
classroom door that something bad happened on the playground. And I'm supposed to teach them that if they can't say
something nice, don't say anything at all.
I have since taken matters into my
own hands. I visited his office and told
him how hard I've been working - serving on three committees, facilitating a
teacher training workshop on the writing process, etc., etc. "Are you satisfied
with my performance?" I asked. "Your
performance?" he responded. "Don't
worry. I'll let you know if there's a problem. Nothing comes to mind right now."
I guess he missed the point. After complimenting his tie I left with an awareness that no news really does mean good
news. Oh, well. Some people just can't
say anything nice.
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